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Micropolitical insights into Assistant Regional Directors’ leadership in 
Queensland Education 
 
Abstract 
The position of Assistant Regional Directors, School Performance (ARD-SP) was established 
by the Department of Education and Training (DET), the government provider of public 
education in Queensland, in 2010, to improve student learning across Queensland by 
providing close supervision of principals. Based on interviews with 18 ARDs-SP and two of 
their immediate supervisors, this paper explores their views about this relatively new position 
and their understandings of the role. Following Blase and Anderson (1995), it uses 
micropolitical leadership theory to analyse comments made by the participants. A key finding 
was a view of leadership based on a differentiated supervision model whereby ARDs-SP 
worked with principals to ensure they met the corporate agenda. Participants’ comments 
favoured a leadership approach that was both adversarial (drawing upon power over and 
power through) and facilitative (drawing upon power through and power over) and for those 
principals deemed under-performing, an authoritarian leadership approach was apparent.   
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Introduction 
 
 There is little doubt that change has beset education institutions over the last three 
decades. In keeping with global reform and trends, Australia has followed many other 
countries down the measurement of educational outcomes track and enforced high stakes 
testing as part of its external accountability push. In 2008, Australia introduced NAPLAN – 
the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy whereby all students in Years 3, 
5, 7, and 9 are assessed in reading, writing, language conventions and numeracy every year.  
NAPLAN results in addition to other high stakes testing results are published in newspapers 
and on the Australian government’s website, My School (http://www.myschool.edu.au). 
 The current climate has placed much pressure on school principals to bring about 
improvements in student learning.  In both policy documents and much of the writing about 
leadership, there has been a big emphasis on school leadership, at all levels, to turn schools 
around and to increase test result scores. The prevailing view of good performance is one that 
is linked to high-stakes testing results.  In other words, a school that produces high test scores 
is viewed as a successful school and the success is attributed to its principal and a school that 
produces poor tests scores is viewed as unsuccessful with its failure attributed to the 
principal. This very simplistic standardised measurement is one that undervalues important 
contextual factors (such as the socio-economic status of students) and overvalues (either 
positively or negatively) the agency and capacity of individuals such as school principals and 
teachers in their ability to bring about change in schools. 
 According to some commentators (see Biesta, 2009; Nichols & Berliner, 2010) the 
measurement culture has had a huge influence not only on educational policy but also 
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educational practice. Of particular interest to this study is the position of the Assistant 
Regional Director- School Performance (ARD-SP), the immediate supervisor of school 
principals in public schools in Queensland, and how they view their role in this increasingly 
accountable environment.  While their role in the supervision of principals has been identified 
in the policy literature of the Department of Education and Training (DET, 2011), other 
aspects of their leadership in terms of how they work with principals is less clear. For this 
reason, a study that explores the nature of the role is timely and relevant. Further, the 
significant role played by ARDs within the supervisory model set up in Queensland, is 
illustrative of the dynamics of micro-leadership, one that needs deeper study. Such a study 
would enable comprehension of the manner in which power operates, both at the liminal and 
subliminal levels, within large bureaucratic systems. This paper begins discussing the 
Queensland policy context before it moves on to consider and apply the  model of 
micropolitics from Blase and Anderson’s (1995) seminal work to understand the way in 
which ARDs-SP describe their work.   
 This study provides an overview of the issues around supervision of principals by 
ARDs-SP in Queensland, Australia. We undertake an analysis of the micropolitical forms of 
leadership as demonstrated by ARDs-SP and analyse how power operates within their 
supervisory status. We argue that power is interpreted in multiple ways as authoritative, 
facilitative and as shared responsibility. The paper illustrates the moral and ethical dilemmas 
experienced by ARDs-SP as they undertake their responsibility within the corporate agenda.  
 
 
 
4 
 
Background:  Queensland Policy Context 
Based on less than ideal NAPLAN scores for Queensland, the Queensland 
Government established the Queensland Education Performance Review (QEPR) headed up 
by Geoff Masters (CEO, ACER) to investigate curriculum in primary schooling identified as 
literacy, numeracy, assessment and teacher quality (Masters 2009a, 2009b; Queensland 
Education Performance Review Steering Committee, 2008). Masters (2009b) defined school 
accountabilities for performance in terms of student performance in NAPLAN tests and 
focused these school accountabilities on the principal. Hence, one of his key 
recommendations concerned school leadership and its role in improving student learning in 
Queensland schools. According to Masters (2009 b), school leaders will need to: (1) establish 
high expectations of student and staff behaviour and academic performance for every student 
(underpinned by school leader expertise in data analysis and interpretation); (2) ensure 
quality teaching (underpinned by school leaders direct monitoring and evaluation of teacher 
performance); and (3) allocate school resources to maximise learning for students (targeting 
the early years). In making the case for improved student outcomes as a key indicator of 
effective school leadership, Masters (2009 b) has employed a narrow and limited conception 
of school leadership. His report is a view from the top, with the leadership of schools 
characterised as disconnected from the centre, individualistic and as something done to, done 
for, and done on behalf of others, rather than a more contemporary conception of leadership 
as distributed, as fluid, emergent and concerned with capabilities (Gronn, 2000, 2010, 2011, 
2013) and micropolitical (Blase & Anderson, 1995; Anderson, 2009). This disconnection is 
prominent, as it needs to be acknowledged that schools rely heavily on the roles played by 
both administrators and teachers in sustaining performance. By leadership as fluid and 
emergent, we imply the possibility of a school leadership configuration (Gronn, 2010), as a 
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shared initiative where leaders frequently change roles. Importantly, as a hybrid form of 
operation (Gronn, 2011, 2013) it can ensure informal ways of configuring leadership and the 
need for expediency as change moves closer to the pedagogical domain. 
In keeping with the activities of the Queensland Education Performance Review, the 
Department’s bureaucratic structure and lines of responsibility were reorganised in 2009. A 
key part of this was a restructuring of Education Queensland (EQ), that sector of DET 
responsible for public school education in Queensland. Education Queensland regions were 
restructured from ten to seven and saw the redefinition of the Regional Director’s role. It was 
at this time that the position of Assistant Regional Director – School Performance (ARD-SP) 
was created DET, 2010). Recruitment for this position occurred towards the end of 2010 and 
by early 2011, there were 20 ARDs-SP in the role, working with more than 1200 schools 
throughout Queensland.   
Before the ARDs-SP position was created, earlier iterations of the position were 
called District Director (DD), Executive Director, Schools (EDS), and Executive Director, 
School Improvement (EDSI). An important policy that provides insights into the nature and 
focus of the ARD-SP role is the Principal Supervision Capability Development (PSCD) (DET, 
2011). This document states that EQ principals will be supervised by the ARD-SP who will 
ensure all principals will understand DET expectations; establish benchmarks for 
improvement; establish school improvement strategies; identify areas for growth and sources 
of support; and monitor performance outcomes (DET, 2011, p.3). 
The supervision of school principals by ARDs-SP is viewed in the PSCD (DET, 
2011) as having a strong focus on accountability, performance, and outcomes, and a minimal 
focus on contributing to the support, development and growth of principals. This lies in 
contrast to earlier iterations of the position which have highlighted the dual role of 
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supervisors as being concerned with accountability and development. This perspective also 
lies in contrast to literature in the field of supervision (see Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993; 
Walkley, 1998) that states that supervision should have both a development and an 
accountability focus.  
According to the PSCD (DET, 2011), the ARD-SP is charged with discussing and 
confirming the principal’s compliance, though it is not made clear to whom this will be 
reported. What also remains unclear is how occasional conversations with school principals 
during visits to their schools will allow ARDs-SP to effect change as implied in the current 
EQ improvement agenda.  
An important focal point for discussion between ARDs-SP and principals is the 
School Performance Profile. This is the primary data set and point of reference employed by 
supervisors when monitoring Queensland public schools. It includes information on school 
outcome measures in regard to student learning and teachers’ work. This is the document that 
principals are required to speak to and justify in terms of their actions or inactions. Principals 
are evaluated against an expectation of improvement or performance achievement standards 
established at higher levels of the education system.  
The corporate managerialist approach to leading education is clearly evident in the 
Masters (2009 b) report and the DET policy documents and procedures that have followed. 
Just as principals are required to establish “benchmarks for improvement and design an 
explicit strategic improvement agenda to achieve the intended targets” (DET, 2011, p.3), so 
are ARDs-SP required to help school leaders implement “individualised strategies to improve 
school performance” (DET, 2011, p.3). This leads to the question of micropolitical leadership 
evident in present practices as the work of ARDs-SP has been construed, by them and their 
superiors, as working closely with individual principals. 
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Micropolitical Leadership 
Foregrounding the researcher’s interest in power, authority and control, as it applies to 
ARD-SP leadership, required a particular approach to the study and for this reason, only one 
leadership theory - micropolitics - is examined.  Micropolitics puts at the centre of its 
analysis, a discussion of power and the use of influence through strategies such as power 
distribution, values allocation, coalition (and partnership building), manipulation of symbols, 
and conflicting ideologies (Marshall, 1991) and in this, it is political in contrast to many 
leadership theories that are apolitical (Blase & Anderson, 1995). According to Blase (1991), 
micropolitics is “the use of formal and informal power by individuals and groups to achieve 
their goals in organizations. In large part, political actions result from perceived differences 
between individuals and groups, coupled with motivation to use power to influence and/or 
protect” (p.11). Thus it is concerned not only with cooperative and consensual forms of 
power but also conflictive and coercive power. Mawhinney (1999, p. 167) takes this idea 
further when she says,  
“power relationships are established by individuals and groups to manage potential or 
real conflict and to enforce a dominant agenda of action, and to maintain order and 
regulate behaviour both formally and informally through influence and authority.” (p. 
167) 
Given the focus of the ARD-SP role which is one of close supervision played out 
within the context of a relationship with individual principals in their schools, micropolitics 
as a field of study has much potential and promise for understanding the way in which 
leadership is understood and enacted. There are a number of influential authors in the field of 
micropolitics, among them Ball (1987; see also 2009); Blase (1991a, 1991b, 1993), Bjork and 
Blase (2009), Blase & Anderson (1995); Hoyle (1999) and Greenfield (1991, 2004) and more 
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recently Flessa (2009). Of these authors the work of Blase and Anderson (1995) is considered 
seminal. 
The next part of the discussion explores Blase and Anderson’s theory of micropolitics.  
According to these authors, micropolitical theory can be understood in terms of power over, 
power through and power with. Power over is an authoritarian form of leadership with 
domination and control as the way to secure power, which is seen as a scarce resource 
(Fennell, 1999) and potentially destructive to relationships in organisations (Smeed et al., 
2009).   
According to Blase and Anderson (1995), power through sees power as shared or 
facilitative. This means that organisational goals are promoted as central to governance and 
the inspiration by which others (individuals or groups) are motivated towards reaching 
mutually desirable ends (Fennell, 1999), thus imbuing a sense of joint ownership throughout 
the organisation. Fennell (1999) insists that power through characterises the leader’s role as 
balancing the context complexity and the effective management of decisions of others rather 
than the leader making all the decisions and managing the work of others. Blase and 
Anderson (1995) contend that policy implementation and facilitation originating from the 
hierarchy beyond the school gate is conducted as power through.  
Power with is seen as “inherently relational in context” (Blase & Anderson, 1995, p. 
14). It is a form of empowerment of others where the participation in organisational life by 
others is viewed as a right not a privilege.  Smeed et al. (2009) state that power with is 
characterised as democratic, inclusive and trusting. Blase and Anderson indicate that power 
with is the most effective form of power as it promotes collaboration. 
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The next part of the discussion explores Blase and Anderson’s micropolitical 
leadership matrix that incorporates the three different types of power arrangements. The 
matrix posits these within four distinctive leadership styles: authoritarian leadership; 
adversarial leadership; facilitative leadership; and democratic / empowering leadership.  
  Authoritarian leadership is said to take place in a closed school environment where 
school principals exercise control through formal structures and enforce policies and rules. 
This style of leadership allows for little negotiation. A power over approach underpins 
authoritarian leadership as it is a dominant and controlling approach (Blase & Anderson, 
1995).   
Adversarial leadership shares with authoritarian leadership a power over approach 
since adversarial leaders tend not to share power; they use it in traditional ways. What 
distinguishes them from authoritarian leaders is that they pursue their ideological visions 
with considerable aggression. They also have a “greater appearance of openness” (Blase & 
Anderson, 1995, p.18). In addition to using a power over approach, adversarial leaders use 
power through to influence and motivate staff.  
In contrast to the previous two approaches, facilitative leadership is a more subtle and 
diplomatic approach that relies on strategies that are less reactive and more humane. It allows 
the opportunity for others to participate in decision-making. According to Blase and 
Anderson (1995), it “appropriates a discourse of change and participation while engaging in 
bureaucratic manipulation towards pre-established goals” (p. 20). The conception of power, 
then, is seen first as power through (the motivation of others) and second as power over 
because power over is exercised through the hierarchy of the system.  
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The democratic leadership approach sees power as power with in terms of decision 
making and because of its concern for justice. It involves a genuine exchange of opinions 
without fear or retribution. According to Blase and Anderson (1995), this approach does not 
engage in manipulation; on the contrary it relies on cooperation and empowers individuals 
and groups to act collaboratively and creatively. This leadership approach has the expectation 
of collaborative teamwork where the colleagues of the leader are motivated to reciprocate on 
agreed upon norms. 
The next part of the paper discusses the methodology of the study before exploring 
the findings in the light of Blase and Anderson’s (1995) micropolitical leadership theory.   
 
Methodology 
 
This paper, reports on one aspect of a larger study (Bloxham, 2013) and analyses 
participants’ accounts in terms of micropolitical insights. In addition to interviews, the paper 
also refers to key policy documents, departmental reports and other types of documents 
pertaining to the role of ARDs-SP.   
The participants in the study are considered “elite” (Beamer, 2002) due to their status 
and the limited number of people who occupy this position in Queensland. Currently there 
are 20 ARDs-SP who have been appointed to this position and, of these, 18 agreed to 
participate in this study, in addition to two of their supervisors. The two supervisors of the 
ARDs-SP include the Deputy Director General (DDG), a direct-line manager and supervisor 
to executive leaders in the Department, and an Assistant Director General – School 
Performance (ADG-SP), who coordinates the role. Both of these senior executives had been 
involved in the initial development of the role and were in a good position to comment on it.  
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In the study, both sets of participants were asked to reflect on the role of the ARD-SP by 
considering the leadership aspect of the role and how ARDs-SP enact the role.  
Both face to face interviews and telephone interviews were carried out with 
participants. The face to face interviews took place at participants’ work location. The 
interviews ranged from between 30 minutes to 90 minutes. All participants permitted the 
interviews to be audio-recorded. Transcripts were returned to participants for checking and 
verification. All participants returned their transcripts and very few made revisions to the 
original.  
Data analysis followed the constant comparative method (Charmaz, 2006) where 
coding was undertaken in two steps (Charmaz, 2006). The first step involved a close reading 
of the raw data (interview transcripts), going line by line and searching for key ideas that 
related to the theoretical framework. The second step sorted, integrated and synthesised the 
important sub theme categories. From here, four key themes as these emerged from the data 
were identified. At the same time, a theme coding system (based on theoretical constructs 
taken from Blase & Anderson, 1995) was used to assist in the reorganising of the data in 
order to assist in the discussion. Following is the table that represents the sub-themes from 
the raw data, the four key themes as these were identified through re-reading the data and the 
key findings as these relate to the data. 
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Sub-Themes 
(from the raw data) 
Four Key Themes 
(synthesis of sub-
themes) 
Micropolitical 
constructs (Blase 
and Anderson, 
1995) 
Findings 
  Performance   
 
 
 
 
 
 Power over 
 Power 
through 
 Power with 
Leadership as 
meeting the 
corporate agenda 
 
 Differentiated 
supervision 
 Performance 
conversations 
 Intervention 
(targeting 
performance). 
Supervision   Supervision of 
principals via 
conversation 
 Supervision and 
capacity building 
for the principal 
 Workload 
 ARD-SP / 
Principal 
Relationship. 
Professional Challenge   Authoritarian 
Leadership 
 
Adversarial 
Leadership 
 The change 
agenda 
 Change agents 
 Future leaders. 
System sustainability  Facilitative 
Leadership 
 
Democratic / 
Empowering 
Leadership 
 
The findings are now discussed as they are framed in the Findings column from the 
table above. 
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Findings 
A significant theme that emerged from the data was the view that ARD-SP leadership 
focused on meeting the corporate agenda through the supervision of principals. Conversations 
were identified as the key process through which ARDs-SP supervised principals.  
Leadership as meeting the Corporate Agenda   
Participants referred to their role as meeting the corporate (improvement) agenda via 
the supervision of principals for improved school and student performance. This was aptly 
expressed by Participant 9 who said: 
“Setting goals, setting targets, negotiating what is realistic, but also a challenging 
improvement step for a school to take; and then aligning the strategy and reflecting 
with the principal on the appropriateness of the strategy; reflecting with the principal 
on the relative success or lack thereof of a strategy. I think whilst we can call that 
supervision, there’s also a leadership component there. You’re walking beside them 
and reflecting with them the whole time on the effectiveness of their leadership and 
challenging them to improve that” 
One of the senior executives saw the corporate lens of leadership as an appropriate 
one for ARD-SP leadership. For instance, this person saw the principal positioned as “having 
the legislative responsibility to run their school” and that the ARD’s job was “to have the 
leadership conversations with the principal”. This was seen as important so that the system’s 
priorities and targets were upper most in the principal’s mind, otherwise, as the senior 
executive said, “they can easily get caught just in their own context, without looking at the 
broader [context]”. ‘Broader context’ here means the corporate agenda with little reference 
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to the school context, the diversity of staff, students, parents and community or the 
capabilities of the principals.  
There was no question that the improvement agenda, via test scores, was the core 
agenda. For example, Participant 19 said, “improvement is the given, it’s just the rate of 
improvement that’s negotiable.” What was apparent from participants’ comments was that 
the system’s improvement agenda is clearly defined, tightly aligned, and rigorously 
prosecuted through the use of corporate data presented as the School Performance Profile and 
that this data set is the basis for ARDs-SP to determine school and principal achievement and 
improvement. The School Performance Profile encompasses a variety of systemic data much 
of which is targeted towards the teaching and learning performance of the school and students’ 
academic performance.  As noted by Participant 16, “that [School Performance Profile] is 
what has become the main tracking device that we’ll work with principals on.” Power over 
and power through become apparent where the corporate agenda transcends the local school 
context and where school goals and targets are determined by those beyond the school gate. 
The next part of the discussion refers to principals’ conversations, the process through which 
ARDs supervised principals.  
 
Supervision of principals via conversations  
Supervision of principals took place within the context of a relationship with ARDs-
SP: one centred on a superordinate-subordinate relationship (Walkley, 1998) where principals 
were held accountable for the work they do. ARD-SP participants commented that 
relationships with principals were central to their principals’ performance as well as their 
own success in the role. Yet the view of supervision was one of overseeing principals’ 
performance rather than any notion of capacity building. For instance, Participant 2 said the 
role “separated supervision of the principal from capability development ... [in order] to 
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provide a sharper focus [on] accountability”. Both of the senior executives made it clear that 
the role did not involve direct capability development; rather ARDs-SP could encourage 
principals to access coaches, mentors and undertake relevant programs as they were required.  
ARDs-SP role, then, was focused on performance.  
The ARD-SP participants in this study as well as the two senior executives saw ARD 
conversations with the principal as a critical part of the ARD role and a point of leverage in 
the system’s Agenda for improvement 2011-2015 (Queensland Government, 2011).  
Participant 1 said, “Feedback is the most important part of the role… the critical point of 
change is the quality of feedback the principal gets, about how to move forward and why they 
need to move forward.” One senior executive said “The Assistant Regional Director’s job is 
to know how that school is going [performing] … [and] to be the external conversation with 
the principal,” and noted, “the supervisor [ARD-SP] is to work with the principal on their 
performance development plan.” In these instances, feedback can be construed as 
intervention to address a principal’s weak performance or failure to achieve expectations. 
Most of the ARD-SP participants were clear that their role required them to intervene 
when necessary, guided by a differentiated approach depending on how well the schools were 
performing. For example, participants referred to the need for intervention strategies for poor 
or low performance. As Participant 10 explained: 
 
“What we're really saying is that there will be schools that have a 
somewhat lower level of intervention from me and there will be schools 
that would have a higher level of intervention in terms of my presence”.  
In terms of intervention strategies for low performing schools, Participant 9 said “…I 
will mandate what needs to happen in a school, particularly if it's not only poor performing, 
16 
 
but the leadership at the school has, over time, … not demonstrated the capacity to shift.” 
For poor performing schools, the ARDs-SP indicated that they increase the frequency and 
intensity of their conversations and interactions with principals while those who are doing 
well are left alone. Participant 1 summed it up well: “the schools that are running well are 
left to continue running well, and those that are needing support or struggling ... is where 
you spend most of your time”. 
Based on participants’ comments, interventions for under-performing schools seemed 
to be characterised as focused, direct, and explicit and with little room for principal 
negotiation in the management of their performance. In some instances, performance 
management of principals was presented as ‘business as usual,’ however, it was also apparent 
that managing the unsatisfactory performance of principals was a cause for consternation 
among ARDs-SP. Senior executives were of the view that poorly performing individuals 
attracted attention and required a response (Marzano & Waters, 2009), and that challenging 
underperformance by principals was an integral part of the ARD-SP role in order to improve 
the system’s performance. Comments provided by the participants are now discussed in 
relation to the four leadership styles put forward by Blase and Anderson (1995).  Participants’ 
comments fell within three of the four leadership styles.   
Authoritarian Leadership 
There was consistent and almost universal support for the view that the ARD-SP role 
required the use of an authoritarian leadership approach particularly as a means to address 
under or poor principal performance. ARD participants reported that they relied on the 
system’s data via the school performance profile to inform their ‘performance conversations’ 
with principals where they challenged them to see that “improvement is not an option, only 
the rate of improvement”.  Participant 18 said,  
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“So in a case ...[of poor performance], it’s been a case of frequent and specific and 
intense conversations around the school’s data and what’s necessary for improvement, 
with a view to the principal having a clear understanding of my expectations and 
ultimately making a decision about whether he wants to be the principal at the school 
leading an improvement process with me supervising him closely, or whether he 
wants to make another choice”.  
Participant 10 was one of only a few ARDs who had a contrary perspective. This 
participant said, “My role is not to go in and tell the principal how to run their school”. In 
presenting this view, participant 10 appeared to eschew an authoritative or directive position. 
This same participant appeared to have an optimistic view of the initial success of the ARD 
position and that much had been achieved with their cohort of principals.  Both of the senior 
executives reflected Participant 10’s position when they said that the ARD role was to 
“persuade and influence” despite having “the ability to be directive”. As one said, “if you 
become directive too soon, you will close down the conversation and not allow ...[principals] 
the space and time to grow”.  
Based on participants’ comments, there were many illustrations of a power over 
leadership approach being enacted by ARDs and these related mostly to under-performing 
principals. For example, Participant 6 said, “the way I work with those people [i.e. poor 
performing principals] is ... to be very direct in what I need them to do”. Participant 14 said, 
“If they’re not improving or in fact declining then they get directed to the targets that are 
going to be set for student achievement ... The conversation then goes, well this is the target, 
this is the expectation”. The aforementioned quote is a clear example of how ‘the rules of the 
game’ have been established and negotiation is minimal demonstrating a power over, 
authoritarian approach (Blase & Anderson, 1995).  
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Adversarial Leadership 
A significant number of comments made by ARDs appeared to be illustrations of an 
adversarial leadership approach. Like authoritarian leadership, adversarial leadership is 
characterised by a closed leadership style meaning leaders rarely share power (Blase & 
Anderson, 1995). Importantly, this approach promotes the leader’s moral vision and strong 
ideological commitment. From ARDs-SP and the senior executive leaders’ comments, it was 
apparent that they were drawn to a very narrow and corporate view of the moral dimension of 
public education that focused primarily on delivering prescribed outcomes that met the 
Department’s agenda.   
Much of the data illustrates that ARDs-SP have a power over relationship (Blase & 
Anderson, 1995) with principals because of the hierarchical nature of the position. From their 
statements and that of their two supervisors, ARDs-SP are encouraged to work with 
principals to build consensus in organisational life whereby principals are persuaded to “love” 
the corporate culture and support this as a morally inspired, corporate consensus (Bacharach 
& Mundell, 1993). This was highlighted by Participant 10 who said, “it’s about how the 
principal leads this [school improvement] in such a way that it engenders that moral purpose 
underneath that we’re doing because it’s morally right”. 
In contrast to authoritarian leadership, adversarial leadership has the appearance of 
openness and consensus building yet can be considered confrontational and/or aggressive. 
For example, Participant 2 said, 
“we have had a discussion about ...[performance targets] and settled on something at 
the end of that... there have been some [discussions] where what they  have brought to 
the table is not what I thought and so we’ve had a discussion around that and justified 
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how we got there in terms of the evidence we’ve got and either ... I agreed with what 
they had concluded or they agreed with what I had concluded. It was the weight of the 
argument which established that, based on the evidence”   
This quote suggests openness and some negotiation between the ARD and the 
principal. However, it concludes with a win-lose position established in whose argument has 
greater importance. As described by Blase and Anderson (1995, p.19) and Anderson (2009, p. 
40) and Bacharach & Mundell, (1993), paternalism is an indicator of an adversarial approach 
to leadership and allowing for some dissent within unilaterally defined limits, sees this 
ARD’s-SP approach to leadership as paternalistic, that is, control oriented and authoritative 
(Anderson, 2009).  
Inherent in an adversarial approach is a high energy, highly engaging approach aimed 
at persuading (Ball, 1987) motivating and mobilizing (Blase & Anderson, 1995; see also 
Anderson, 2009). This idea was illustrated in some of the ARD-SP participants’ comments 
particularly in relation to persuading and motivating principals to achieve the corporate 
agenda. For example, Participant 11 said, “I see my role to keep them focused, but also help 
generate some enthusiasm around the task, the privilege that they have actually in assisting 
young people fulfil their potential and their life”.   
Facilitative Leadership 
Well-acknowledged by ARD participants and strongly supported by the senior 
executives was a view of ARD leadership that could be considered an open approach; one 
less reactive and more diplomatic. Evident in the comments made by many participants were 
illustrations of a facilitative approach whereby leaders “facilitate[ed] the process through 
which others share responsibility and authority” and in doing so employed strategies of 
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“negotiation, compromise, and mutual accommodation” (Blase & Blase, 1997, p.138). For 
example, Participant 16 said, 
“my firm belief here is that the principal has got to be able to see and it’s my role as 
an Assistant Regional Director through dialogue with that principal to enable them to 
see that the [performance] target is meaningful, it needs to be a stretch and it needs 
to be owned and really genuine; pursued by the whole school” 
An illustration came from Participant 19 who illuminated an appropriation of the 
discourse of change and participation while engaging in bureaucratic manipulation towards 
pre-established goals (Blase & Anderson, 1995) when he/she asserted:  
“I do a lot of work with making sure they are believing in the vision and believing in what 
we’re being asked to do and what we should be doing ... every interaction with the 
principal whether it be informal or formal ... is still a chance for me to get a sense of 
where their thinking’s at, to reposition their thinking if it needs repositioning, to make 
sure they’re engaging fully around those things”.   
Participant 14 commented on working with a principal who was characterised as 
effective and whose school was improving well. This person said, “the conversation tends to 
be more of an intervention – negotiation ... an agreement that, yes, you’re heading in the 
right direction. What do I [the ARD] need to do to help you [the principal] resource and 
progress that situation”. This approach was a dominant one for ARDs to use when they were 
working with principals who were perceived as successful. In these cases, principals were 
treated in a more facilitative and collegial manner. This approach also reduces the likely 
impact of authority on subordinates whilst maintaining the call for school improvement. 
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These interactions would be construed by ARDs-SP as achieving role success through their 
mentor role and as sources of optimism. 
Both senior executive participants stressed a facilitative leadership approach when 
asked to describe the work that ARDs-SP would perform with principals although they 
acknowledged the necessity for ARDs to be directive when needed. One senior executive said 
their preference was for ARDs to persuade and influence (power through) so as to keep the 
conversations open and principals’ learning rather than being directive (power over) thus 
shutting down the conversation.  Yet as discussed previously, a facilitative approach was 
more likely to be employed by ARDs-SP when principal and/or school performance was 
meeting or excelling corporate expectations.  
Democratic empowering leadership 
In response to questions relating to ARD leadership and the importance of 
relationships with principals, it was apparent that ARDs and senior executive participants 
alike indicated the importance of being supportive of principals. However, the prescriptive 
and direct nature of the ARD-SP role which is “to develop collective capacity and ensure 
consistency of practice” (Queensland Government, 2011) within a declared “unrelenting 
focus on improvement” (p.1) makes it challenging for ARDs-SP to approach their work in a 
manner that is fully democratic / empowering.  
Interviews with participants did not reveal power sharing or the genuine exchange of 
opinions as a leadership strategy within the ARD role. The ARD leadership role was 
consistently aligned to United in our pursuit of excellence (Queensland Government, 2011) 
by participants. The current improvement agenda sits neatly within a corporate managerialist 
view of public education. This view of education works to preclude findings of a democratic/ 
empowering approach within a system predicated on hierarchy (positional authority) and 
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strongly motivated by prospects of narrow improvements to school and student academic 
performance, particularly when measured by NAPLAN. The narrow data driven 
interpretation of education performance indicators imposed on schools heightens principals’ 
accountability and necessitates traditional modes of supervision such as power over in 
supervisory relationships and minimises the likelihood for genuine democratic or 
empowering leadership by ARDs-SP.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
The interview data from ARD-SP participants in this study favoured a leadership 
approach that was more than simply power over or an authoritarian leadership approach. 
ARDs-SP favoured either a leadership approach that was primarily power over supported by 
power through or a leadership approach primarily as power through supported by power 
over. Both leadership approaches are articulated within Blase and Anderson’s (1995) 
micropolitical leadership matrix, firstly as adversarial leadership (predominantly power 
over) and second as facilitative leadership (predominantly power through). This idea is 
supportive of the theoretical contention that the approaches are not pure forms of leadership 
(Blase & Anderson, 1995). As to which of the four approaches ARDs-SP relied upon, it 
appears that the approach chosen was a differentiated one; one that was closely aligned to 
principal / school performance. For example, the majority of ARDs-SP made it clear that for 
poor school or poor principal performance they became increasingly directive and less 
willing to negotiate. Similarly, for performance that was perceived as meeting or exceeding 
corporate expectations, a more facilitative or power through approach was called upon.  
The research data presented here as participant quotes and policy quotes, supported 
the idea that there was significant pressure on ARDs-SP to perform; more particularly, it 
seemed increasingly difficult for them to ‘under–perform’ in any aspect of the role (Hellawell 
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& Hancock, 2001). The role carries a clear weight of expectation in improving the 
organisation’s performance and as such a clear sense of ARD-SP agency or compliance is 
critical. The role of the ARD-SP in Education Queensland organisational life places them in a 
dynamic and potentially conflicted policy environment (Simkins, 2005) and at the confluence 
of significant pressures to do with power, authority and control. This arises from inter alia 
conceptions of their authority, organisational complexity around their position, and 
conceptions of their role as predominantly accountability driven. 
ARDs-SP work of supervision operates within a highly complex context. Supervision 
within this context, articulated by participants as predominantly oversight of their 
subordinates and with an explicit performance improvement agenda, can be described as 
summative, evaluative and accountability driven (Pollock & Ford, 2009) and aligned to an 
historical view of supervision (Walkley, 1998). The nature of the ARD-SP role, as articulated 
in interviews by ARDs-SP and their superiors, meant it was devoid of a formative, 
cooperative and developmental approach (Pollock & Ford, 2009). 
The findings from this study confirmed some significant features of the micropolitical 
literature (see Ball, 1987; Blase & Anderson, 1995; Greenfield, 1991, 2004) that maintains 
there are distinctive qualities at play between such key players as the ARDs-SP and 
principals. From an analysis of the ARDs-SPs comments discussed in this paper, 
micropolitical strategies such as power distribution, values allocation, coalition (and 
partnership building), manipulation of symbols, and conflicting ideologies (Marshall, 1991) 
were apparent in their statements. These strategies are considered below in light of participant 
responses detailed above. 
The participant interviews captured for the most part frank and open talk. None 
expressed frustration with principals; rather they saw themselves as partnering with principals 
to achieve school and system improvement and in this light it can be argued that ARD-SP 
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saw their relationship with principals as a partnering of equals. Faced with the effort of 
getting on with and guiding the work of principals in Queensland public schools, it can be 
discerned from the interview data that participants gave a generally optimistic view of 
‘walking beside’ public principals, rallying them behind the corporate improvement agenda. 
It can be argued from the interview data that to lead principals to acceptance and agreement 
with the pre-determined goals of Education Queensland, supported by School Performance 
Profile data and a concerted corporate improvement agenda, was demonstrated in the kinds of 
phraseology that would also inspire principals to continue to commit to the current agenda. 
Based on participants’ comments, the ARD-SP role provides a space for them to draw 
upon moral and ideological sources of power that reside in the situation of public school 
education as well as their own values and beliefs. The role emphasises an interpersonal 
quality and, as such, is heavily dependent upon the face to face expressive interactions with 
principals as the vehicle for influence. This naturally builds upon the potential for 
collaboration that characterises much of contemporary educational leadership work within 
schools (Gronn, 2000, 2003, 2008, 2009; Harris, 2008, 2010, 2011; Spillane, 2006). 
Interview responses indicated that ARDs-SP generally proceeded from the 
assumption of a moral purpose and ideological commitment to their work as it has been 
construed within current Education Queensland policy, and promoted this to principals. 
Except for under-performing principals, those principals who accepted the assumption of 
moral purpose and ideological commitment, the ARD-SP style of managing and leading did 
not seek to persuade or influence principals through confrontation or aggression like the 
adversarial approach described by Blase and Anderson (1995) nor did it seek to control 
principals through formal structures and enforcement of policies and rules aimed at 
maintaining existing power relations as in the authoritarian approach depicted by Blase and 
Anderson (1995). Rather the approach as preferred by ARDs-SP in this study was more like 
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that of Blase and Anderson’s (1995) facilitative approach in which interactions were 
diplomatic, employing the discourse of change and participation so as to soften the impact of 
authority without reducing the demands for improvement.  
The value of a facilitative leadership approach is that it moves ARD’s-SP work 
beyond a conflict and exchange model of power and influence to a shared model that 
perceives power through with negotiation and ideological commitment as central to serve the 
best interests of all students. The concept of a facilitative approach to managing and leading 
in the ARD-SP role is synchronous with the view that public education as a system is 
primarily normative and the most potent sources of power are the shared beliefs, values, and 
ideals of the participants themselves (Greenfield, 1991).  
 This study aimed to conceptualise leadership of executive leaders with a focus on the 
micropolitical leadership approach these leaders brought to their day-to–day interactions with 
public school principals. As the study highlights the ARD- SPs have a perception of each 
school through the Performance Profile and, being less context bound, they do not have first 
hand experience of schools. ARDs-SP perceived leadership as being supervisory and driven 
by a moral purpose. While being directed by performance management, their focus was on 
balancing competing interests of a democratic approach, equality and social efficiency 
(Cranston, et al., 2010). Adopting an adversarial or facilitative approach for the ARDs-SP 
was determined by the school performance that then reflected on the principal’s performance, 
which illustrates the corporate agenda of the state and government bodies. Thus, their 
leadership approach took on a fluid and emergent style through instances of power over, and 
power through. In conclusion, the study found that the challenge for ARDs-SP is to build a 
shared vision at the moral and ideological level among the principal population for whom 
they are responsible in order that principals increasingly desire to perform their work well 
because they believe it is in the best interests of all students.  
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